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Executive Summary

MIXED-AGE GROUPING OF YOUNG CHILDREN IN SCHOOLS AND CHILD

CARE CENTERS IS EXPLORED AND ADVOCATED IN THIS BOOK. AL-

though it is not a new idea in education, the practiee of teaching

young children of varying ages together runs counter to the typi-

cal pattern of education in the United States, which separates

children into single-age classes. Mixed-age grouping is supported
. here for the following reasons:

Mixed-age grouping resembles family and neighborhood
groupings, which throughout human history have informally
prov ided much of children’s socialization and education. Many
young children now spend relatively little time in either family
or neighborhood settings and consequently are deprived of the
kind of learning made possibie by interage contact.

Research, although incomplete, indicates that social develop-
ment can be enhanced by experienees available in mixed-age
grouping. Leadership and prosocial behaviors have been ob-
served to inerease.

. turrent concepts of cognitive development—the “zone of

proaimal developnient™ and “cognitive confliet™ — imply that
children w hose know ledge or abilities are similar but not iden
tical stimulate eacti other’s thinking and cognitive growth.
Research on peer tutoring and cooperative learning indicates
that interaction between less able and more able children
(“novices and “experts™) benefits all individuals both aca-
demically and socially.

. Mixed-age grouping relaxes the rigid, lock step curriculun:

with its age-graded expectations, which are inappropriate fora
large proportion of children. Furthermore, mixed-age grouping
might also lead to a redudction of screening and standardized
testing in the carly years.

Mixed-age grouping has been used successfully with young
children in the United States and abroad (e.g., Britainsand
Sweden).
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Introduction

Four-ycar-old Ryan is construeting a spaceship from heavy
<andboard. He puts paper clips through holes to serve as control
buttons and beeomes frustrated and upset when they repeat-
edly fall out. When he requests the teacher’s help, she asks him
to wait, He expresses impatience, and the teacher asks five-and-
a-halfy ear-old Rachel to hielp him. Ryan gladly aceepts her offer
to help. A few minutes lacer Ryan s ready to lift off.

Elisa, age three, still eries when her inotber leaves her at the
child care center in the morning even though it has been three
w ecks sincee she joined the group. Elisa still spends most of her
time close by the teacher. Christine, age five, went through a
similar stage last year. Although Christine often has a diffieult
time shanng things, she is emotionally very sympathetie. She is
alsovery verbal. she expresses comfort and reossurance to Elisa
and offers to be her friend and to show her how to make the
magnets move. Though hesitant at first, Elisa responds to the
teacher's encouragement and decides to trust Christine,

A group of four- and five-year-olds greets the arrival of new
manipulative materials with great interest. Included are plastic
chain links: squares, triangles, circles, pyramids, ovals. The
older children begin linking picces together, stretching the
Linkea units from one end of the room ‘o the other. They soon
move 0.1 to counting how many of each shape are in the chain.
Neat, they start taking actual ineasurements of its length. The
younger children continue joining various pieces together.
Duriag subscquent days, as the older children move on to label
ing different shapes and cataloging them, the younger ones
begin counts ag, measuring, and Kkeeping records of their find
ings, just as they had seen their older classmates do carlier in
the week.

ROM WHAT WE (AN OBSERVE, CHILDREN IN ALL CULTURES LEARN
FROM ONE ANOTHER, IN FAMILIES, VILLAGES, SETTLEMENTS, NEIGH
bhorhoods, and even transiem settings such as, during travel, ¢hil
dren imitate, instruet, diveet, follow, interrogate, and respond to
one another’s know'ledge, ideas, and feelings (Whiting, 1973:
Pratt, 1983: Whiting & Edwards, 1988).

INTRODUCTION/ Vil
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Although humans are not usually born
inlitters, we seem to insist that they be
educated in them.

Pratt (1983) points out that the age-stratificd culture in which
we live is largely a product of the past 200 years. He suggests that
“itis the result of many factors, including the size of communities,
the specialization of w ork. the dey elopment of transportation,and
the evolution of schools™ (p. 7).

Around the turn of the century, w hen children in the industrial-
ized nations began going to school en masse, a more or less uni-
formage of school entry was established, and progress through the
grades on the basis of age beeame a regular practice (Pratt, 1983).
Angus. Mirel, aud Vinovskis (1988) point out that age-grading w as
part of “cfficiency-oriented practices [such] as child accounting,
inteHigence testing, ability grouping and tracking” (p. 232).

Interest in the potential benefits of mixed-age grouping was
aroused by the publication in 1959 of Goodlad and Anderson's The
Non-Graded Elementary School. They argued that grouping chil-
dren homogencously on the basis of a single criterion (like agel
does not reliably produce a group that is homogencous on other
criteria relevant to teaching and learning. Eatensive research on
the nongraded school movement stimulated by Goodlad and An-
derson’s ideas revealed, however, that its implementation con-
sisted of “little more than ability grouping within existing grade
levels” (Pratt, 1983, p. 17), and that in fact few schools actually
practiced mixed-age grouping for instruction.

Curiously. though, while other settings altow children of di-
verse ages to interact, schools (and now child care centers) almost
mvariably confine interaction within a narrow age range. We
place “the sixes” in first grade and, even more restrictively, we
frequently divide the toddlers into “the old twos™ and “the young
twos.” Although humans are not usually born in litters, w ¢ seem
to insist that they be educated in them. To a large extent the
organization of our schools seems to be based on a factory model,
whichuses an assembly line to subject homogencous materials to
identical treatinents in order to vield uniform products.

Furthermore, schools and child care centers, particularly for
preschoolers, are increasingly replacing families and neighbor-
hoods as contexts for child-child interaction. Smaller family size
and out-of home employment for both parents lead to children
spending most of their waking hours in schools and centers

viii/THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GROUPING
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Lrtcnsive rescarch on the nongraded sehool morement stim
wlated by Goodlad and Andorson’s ideas revealed that its
fmplomcntation consistad of “Littlc morc than ability group
inguithincaistinggraddlerds,” and that in fact fewe schools
actually practicing miacd age grouping for instruction.
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Multi-age grouping in the primary schools
probably offers advantages over age-
graded grouping for both academic
achievement and social development
outcomes.

PR

(Katz, 1988). lence, many children have little access to
otherage children.

Does this matter? Are children losing something valuable by
having limited opportunity to interact with older and younger
children? Arc young children being especially or unnecessarily
restricted by current age-grouping practices? How can these ques-
tions be answered? hn this book we propose that age grouping
niatters inseveral ways. We base our case for incorporating mixed-
age grouping into schools and child care ceunters on the aceunu-
lated expericnee of many early childhood educators and on re-
search indicating its potential social and intellectual benefits, We
include references to empirical studies of cross-age interaction
and otherrelated research,

Aew indicaticus of renew ed interest in this topie hav e appeared
in recent educational and developmental lteratur, 1 1987,
Goodlad and Anderson’s book was reissued. Inaddition, the Royai
Commission on racation in Canada recommended “legislation
and policy changes to enable schools and school districts to estab-
lishungraded primary divisions™ (1989, p. 28).

The 1988 Task Foree ceport of the Nationa: Association of State
Boards of Education (NASBE) recommer.ded that *early childioed
units be established in elementary schools, to provide a new peda-
gog) for working with children ages 4-8" (19886, p. vii). Reeent
research on Children®s inteilectual and s. cial development dis-
cussed in the chapters that follow reflects inereasing attention to
the nature and consequenees of cross-age interaction, This re-
newed interest in the educative potential of mined-age grouping is
weleome on both empirical and philosophieal grounds,

Table 1 shows Pratt’s summary of the results of 27 empirical
studies reported between 1948 and 1981 that losked at the aea-
demic and socialonteomes of mined-age grouping, On balanee, the
table suggests that multi age gronping in the primary schools
offers advantages over age-graded grouping for both academic
achicvement and social dey elopment outeomes, It is our strong
hunch that those benefits are likely tobe even greater for younger
children (e.g.. children four to sia years old) than for older elemen-

X/THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GROUPING




It 1s our strong hunch that those benefits
are likely to be even greater for younger
children (e.g., children four to six years
old) than for older elementary-age
children.

tary-age ¢Inldren. However, realization of these beneflits for any
age range depends to some extent on both the curriculum and
teaching strategies employed.

Table 1. Empirical Studies in Multi-age Grouping:
27 Studies®

Academic Social
Achievement | Development

Siudies favoring 3 0
conventional grouping

Inconclusive studies 12 6
Studies favoring 10 9

multi-age grouping

* Basea v ’ratt, 1983, p. 18. Pratt does not indicate the criteria used to
determzine the inddusion or exclusion of the studies synthesized. The fre
quenecies shown in Table ' do not equal 27 because some studies had
results in both columns and some did not.

In this buok, we first define mixed-age grouping and ernamine
sume limitations of single-age grouping. Then, w e review research
on social and cognitive aspeets of mixed-age grouping and de-
stribe sucvessful multi-age programs, effective teaching strate
gies, peer tutoring, and covperative learning. Finally, we present
recommendations for decision mnakers in schools and centers for
young children. An appendix contains implementation sagges-
tions for teachers.
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Chapter 1

What Is Mixed-Age
Grouping?

Ml XED-AGE GROUPING IS PLACING CHILDREN WHO ARE AT LEAST A
YEAR APART IN AGE INTO THE SAME CLASSROOM GROUPS. OVER THE
years, it has been uscd in different ways in early childhood and
primary school classcs (Stahl, Stahl, & Henk, undated). Montes-
sor classes, for instance, have traditionally been made up of chil
dren of different ages. Montessori’s rationale was that younger
children could learn much fromn the models previded to them by
older children. British infant schools during the so-called Plow-
den years of the 1960s and 1970s taught five-, six-, and seven-year-
olds in the same classes.* Mixed-age grouping has also been com-
mon in small rural schools, and cross-age tutoring has been used,
in one way or another, for hundreds of years (Zindell, undated).

In recent times, mixed-age grouping has had various names:
heterogeneous grouping, multi-age grouping, vertical grouping,
famnily grouping, and primary school ungraded or nongraded
classes. It should be noted that there is a distinetion between the
rationale for nongraded schools and for mixed-age grouping: The
former is primarily intended to homogenize groups for instruction
by ability or developmental level rather than by ag; the latter is
intended to optimize what can be learned when children of
different — as well as the same — ages and abilities have opportu-
nities to interact. .4lthough cross-age tutoring is net identical with
mixcd age classroom learning, it too t. kes advantage of the differ-
ent competences of children of different abilitivs or ages as they
work in pairs.

* Nousystematic research has been done on family grouping as practiced in
British infant schoots.

WHAT IS MIXED-AGE GROUPING?/1
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Resemblance to family and spontaneous
grouping

Family units typically include heterogeneity in age. The family
group provides its younger members with opportunity to observe,
emulate, and imitate a wide range of competencies in ali domains.
Older family members have the opportunity o offer iecadcrship
and tutoring and to assume responsibility for less mature and less
knowledgeable members.

Similarly, itis assunied that the wiuer the range of competencies
ina mixed-age group, t'-~ greater will be the participants’ opportu-
nities to develop relationships and friendships with others who
match, complement, or supplement their own needs and styles.
The greater diversity of maturity and competence present in a
mixed-age group, compared to thatina ame-age group, provides a
sufficient number of models to allow most participants to identify
models from whom they can learn — some of whom will be of the
same age, of course. However, for instructional grouping there is
probably an opfimum rather than maximum desirable diversity.

Ellis, Rogofl, and Cromer (19°1) observed the composition of
chi'ren’s spontancous groups in an urban setting with a popula-
tion large enough to allow homogencous age groups to form spon-
taneously. They reported that for ali age groups strict age segrega-
tion was less common than would have been expected on the basis
of conmon-sense noticns of children’s preferences. The target
children were with same-age peers in only 4% of the observations,
with child companions who differed in age by at least one year in
53% of the vbsery ations, and with adult companions it 28% of the
observations. In this study, more often than not, children sponta-
neously gravitated toward heterogeneous age grouping.

Disadvantage of single-age grouping:
Normative pressures

To a very large eatent, eurrent eonecern with developmental
varsus chronologieal age in Xindergarten and first grade place-
mient stems from the w idespread use of a formal academic eurricn-
lun in these classes. Academie approaches can be thought of as
homogeneous treatments that yield homogencous vutcomes vnly
if the population it treats is homogeneous in all relev ant aspects.

2/THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GROUPING
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Our ricir is that satrcd aye gronping in classes that cmploy
an ftormal futcdlcctually ovicntcd careiculbom can mini
mize the pitfalls of both Einds of scyregation. by age and by
readiness.
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Some adminastrators report that, in
mixed-age grouping, teachers’ tendencies
to teach all children the same lessons at
the same time are reduced.

If children spontancously form heterogencous peer groups, w hy
do adults typically segregate them by age? One reason might be
that, as impressions we have gained from our own experienee
suggest, when children in a class are elose in age, teachers and
parents tend to expeet them to be ready to learn the same things at
the same time. Indeed, from a normative poiat of view, such an
expeetation is reasonable, but the effect ean be to penalize ehil-
dren who don’t happen to mect these expeetations.

Such normative pressures are currently associated with exten-
sive sereening and testing before and after the kindergarten year.
The purpose of these tests is to assign to special “dey elopmental™
or “transitional” classes children deemed unready to succeed in
an academice currieulum (Graue & Shepard, 1989). Or, following
the notion of *“a gift of a year” (Gesell Institute of Human Develop-
‘nent, 1982), age-cligible children are withheld from sehool en-
tranceon the basis of their so-called dev elopmental age. The Gesell
Institute adyocates des elopmental rather than chironological age
as a ceriterion of readiness to begin formal schooling, thus ac-
knowledging tae insufficieniey of age as a criterion for grade place-
ment. The practice of withholding children from school for a year
is expeeted to result in greater homogeneity of developmental age
in classes even though it produces a wider chronological age
spread in the withheld children’s subsequent primary classes. We
agree that chironological age per se is an insufficient criterion of
readiness for academic instruetion. Our view, howes er, is that
mixed age grouping in classes that employ an informal intellee-
tually oriented curriculum canmj imize the pitfalls of both kinds
of segregation: by age and by re. uness.

When classes are mixed so that the children range in age from
four to six, for example, a wider range of behavior is likely to be
accepted and tolerated than ina same-age group. Furthermore, in
mixed age classes, it may be easier for kindergarten and preschool
teachers to resist the *push down™ phenomenon— the trend to
introdnce the primary school curriculum into kindergarten and
preschool classes (Conmnell, 1987; Gallagher & Cochie, 1987). Some
administrators report (to the first author) that, in mixed-ag.
grouping, teachers’ tendencies to teach all children the same les-
sons at the same time aic reduced. Mized-age grouping compels

4/ THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GRGUPING
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In a multidimensional class in which
children have some real choice about what
work they do and when or how to doit,
they are more likely to make ego-
enhancing choices that leod to positive
self-evaluations.

cducators to organize learning activities and the curriculum so
that individuals and small groups of children can undertake dif-
ferent kinds of work along side one another, and so that individ-
uals can make different contributions to the group’s efforts. More-
over, because mixed-age grouping invites cooperation and other
forms of prosucial behay ior and appears to minimize competitive
pressures oin children, discipline problems that seem inherent in
competitive enmvironments are often substantially reduced. The
cooperation that canflourish in a mixed-age group can generate a
class cthos marked by caring rather than competitiveness; the
classroomculture is more likely tobe characterized by helpfulness
and magnanimity on the part of those able and expected to assist
those whiv are less able, This is not to suggest that cooperation,
other forus of prosocial behavior, and a caring ambience cannot
be fostered insame age classrooms, of coursce. Indeed, it is difficult
to understand why a cooperative community atmosphere is not
more commott in early childhood classrooms,

Mixed-age classes are multidimensional

Rouscuholtz and Simpson (1984) highlight the contrast betw een
single and mixed grouping with theiz deseription of uni- and mul
tidimensional classrooms, A unidimensional classroom defines
academic ability and w ork narrow ly and uses a restricted range of
performance criteria to evaluate children. In these classes, the
assigned tasks tap only a limited range of children’s abilities and
interests. On the other hand, nultidimensional classes, whether
single-age or mixed, offer a comparatively wide range of activities
in which varying levels of skills can be applied. A variety of per
formance criteria are valued and aceepted as legitimate, In the
unidimmensional classroon, the “absence of alternative definitions
of what constitutes valued work prevents cach student from
¢ hoosing the definition that most enhances the self* (Rosenholtzs

WHAT IS MIXED-AGE GROUPING?/5
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The mixture of ages may increase
teachers’ awareness of developneental
discrepancies within a particular child.

& Simpsoir, 1984, p. 22). Therefore, a larger aumber of ehildren is
*foreed to aceept tow self-evaluations™ (p. ©2) than would be the
case in multidinensional classes. In a multiaimensional ¢lass in
w hich children have some real choice about what work they do
and when or how to do it, they are more likely to make ego-
enhancing choices that lead to positive self-evaluations (Green-
berg. 1990). Categorizing classes as uni- or multidimensional js
not simply dichotomeus; probably many degrees of dimension-
ality exist. IHHow ever, when early childhood classes are composed of
a single-age group, the likelihood is great that its purpose is to
narrow the range of learning activities and performance require-
nients, based on the faulty assumption that children of the same
age learn the sanie things at the sanie time in the same way.

Mixed-age groups allow for children’s
uneven development

Most young children are not equally mature in alt domairns of
devdlopmentat a given time., Forexample, a child might be consid-
crably more able in verbal reasoning but less socially adept than
her age-mates. The mixture of ages may increase teachers’ aware-
ness of dev clopniental discrepaneies within a particular ehild. The
nianifestations of uneven developmental levels may also be more
aceeptable to teachers and earegivers in mixed- and in single-age
groups. \s already suggested, a wider range of behavioris likely to
be accepted ina mixed-age than in a same-age group.

Amixture of ages within & class ean be particularly desirable for
children fundtioning below age group norms insome areas of their
development. These children may find it less stressful to interact
with younger peers in areas in which they lag behind their age-
mates. Such interactions with younger peers can enhance chil-
dren’s motivation and self-confidence (Kim, 1990).

WHAT IS MIXED-AGE GROUPING?/7
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Chapter 2

Social Effects of
Mixed-Age Grouping

L]

ONE OF THE MANY REASONS FOR BRINGING GROUPS OF CHILDREN
TOGETHER IN THE EARLY YEARS ISTO FACILITATE AND ENHANCE THEIR
social development. Indeed, the serious long-term eonsequences
of early social difficulties demonstrated by recent research sug:
gest that the first of the ““4 Rs” in edueation should stand for
relationships, particularly peer relationships (Asher & Parker, in
press; Mize & Ladd, in press).

This ehapter examines social development as seen in children’s
interactions in mixed-age groups. A majority of studies reported
here use experimental methods in whieh children interact in
mixed- or single-age groups, and comparisons are made between
the quality of the interaetion in the two conditions. Most of the
studies were conducted in elassrooms or similar environments
where children spent substantial amounts of their time. The stud-
ies reviewed foeus on (J) how children perecive one another and
adapt their behavior and expectations aceordingly, (2) how chil-
dren eahibit specific prosoeial behaviors in mixed-age situations,
and (3) how ehildren’s group participation varies.

Social perceptions

Social pereeptions are related to the function and purpose of the
group and to the roles that individuals hold within it. In mixed-age
groups, the diversity of social perceptions ecan support a coopera-
tive climate. When Freneh (1984) asked groups of first and third
graders to assign various role labels to photographs of same-age,
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In mired-age groups, older children are
perceived as contributing, and younger
children as needing their contributions.

yYounger, and older peers, she found both older and y ounger chil-
dren associated specific eapectations with each age group.
Younger children assigned instruetive, leadership, helpful, and
sympathizing roles to older children. In return, older children
pereeived younger ones as requiring more help and izstruetion.
Age seemed to be a significant pereeptual cue in interpreting the
appropriateness of role behavior ina given context.

I mixed-age groups, then, older children are perecived as con-
tributing, and younger children as needing their contributions.
These mutually reinforeing perceptions thus create a climate of
expeeted cooperation beneficial to ehildren, and to teachers who
often can feel that they (as the older ones) must do all the giv ing.

Interestingly, in Frenel'’s study, age was not an important factor
in fricndship choice, inlicating that mixed-age grouping does not
necessarily Hmit children’s friendships. In faet, friendship ap-
pears to be a relationship that transcends age-retated behavior,
Brody, Stoneman, and MacKinnon (1982) inv estigated interaction
among school age children. They esaluated patterns of hehavior
among younger sit. ngs, their friends, and school-age pee= ac-
cording to the quality of the interactions. They observed tn ar-
ious roles children assumed in different combinations of dyads
and triads while playing a game. The assumed roles were teacher.
learner, manager, managee, and playmate. The researchers found
that in cach dyad the older children assumed the dominant role
when playing with a younger child. When older children played
with a best friend, however, they demonstrated an cegalitarian
role. hin the case of the triads. older children assumed a less domi-
nant and more faeilitative role,

Taken together, the findings of French and Brody ¢4 al. suggest
that mixed age groups benefit from positive affect from two
sources —s.eial pereeptions and friendship.

Older children exhibil “acilitative leadership
I'rench, Waas, Stright, and Baker (1986) observed children's
leadership roles. Children in mixed- and same-age groups were

observed and interview ed during a decision-making process re-
lated to their classroom activities, The rescarchers studied vecbal

10/THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GROUPING
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Friendshkip appears to be a relationship
that transcends age-related behavior,

interaction, time on task, and similar classroom behaviors, Not
strprisingly , older children were more lkeidy to exhibit leadership
behaviers than were younger children. The leadership behasiors
were primarily those that facilitated group processes, for example,
the solicitation of children’s opinions. In fact, there was less opin
iongiv ing aiong older childrer in the niiacd age group thanin the
same age group, For some children, leadership in the form of opin
iongiving is casier among younger than same-age peers.

Strigh! -nd French (1988) follow ed up this study to take a closer
look at leadership behavior in groups of ehildren seven and nine
ydars oldand nine and eleven y ears old. The researchers obseryed
children in the process of rcaching consensus on thy appropriate
order of a set of pictures. The observations shiowed that in the
presence of younger children, nine y car-olds exhibited more orga
nizing statements, solicitations of preferences, and group choice
suggestions, and engaged in less following bochavior than when
they were with older children. According to Stright and Frenceh,
the older children in the mised age groups facilitated and orga
nized the participation of younger children “and did not utilize
simple dominance to control the decision™ (1988, p, 513), They
puint out, **Many children do not possess the skills and character
istics that enable them to emerge as a leader ina group of peers.
Withsuflicient age disparity, however, a ay child can attain leader-
ship status with y ounger children™ (p. 513). Therefore, mined-age
groups provide appropriate condeats in which children can prac
tice leadership skills.

Prosocial behaviors

Prosocial behaviors are often treated as indeaes of socdial conr
petencee. These behaviors, such as help giving, sharing, and
turn taking. facilitate interaction in the group setting and
promote socialization.
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Prosocial vehaviors are often treated as
indexes of social competence. These
behaviors, such as help giving, sharing,
and turn taking, facilitate interaction
in the group setting and promote
soctalization.

Mixed-age groups enhance older children’s
responsibility

I a study of peer interaction in miaed-age groups of first and
third graders, Graziano, French, Brownell, and Hartup (1976) as-
sessed sucial competeince through a cooperative task (building
with bloeks) in which triads of mixed- snd single-age children
participated. They studied both group arnd individual perform-
ances in the two kinds of groups. Individual performance was
assessed by the number of bloeks a child used in his or her build-
ing. the kind of voealizations used, who placed the first block, and
who straightened the blocks, Group performance measures in-
cluded these variables as well as the number of blocks that fell and
alterations made by members of the group. The individual’s per-
formance differed according to the age composition of the specific
triad. In particular, older children seemed to aceept more responsi
bility than 4id younger children for the triad’s overall perform-
ance. Childron in a miaed-age triad demonstrated overall task
awareness and show ed sensitivity by assuming responsibility for
task completion when the triad included younger children. Gra-
ziano et al. (1976) suggest that older children might be more sensi-
tive to the complexity of interaction when they are in mixed-
rather than in single-age groups. Initiative and assumption of
respolisibility may accommodate the group’s building task when
children pereeiv e themsely es as more proficient builders.

Children appear to play as freely in mixed-age
as same-age groups

Lougee, Grueneich, and Hartup (1977), assessing spontancous
pusitis e and negativ e social behaviors, observed prescheolers and
kindergartners together during free play sessions in humoge
neous and miaed age groups. Positive social behay fors included
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spontancous dttention to peers, aifection, submission (yielding),
and reciprocation. Negative social behaviors were derogations,
interferences, noncompliances, and attacks. The appropriateness
of ehildren’s verbal interaction and the time they devoted to a
given task (free play or play with aboard game) w ere also studied.
The amount of social interaction did not seem to vary according to
the ages of the ehildren.

Self-regulation appears to improve

In a review of research related to non-age-mate peer relation-
ships. Lougee and Graziano (1986) point out that when children
are cast in the role of rule enforcer, their subsequent self-
regulation appears to improve. Thus, when older children in a
mixed-age class are encouraged to remind younger ones of the
rules. theirow nself regulation may be enhanced. Lougee and Gra-
ziano suggest that acting as a rule enforcer may be e of several
waysinw hich childrenlearn to obey rules and to control theirown
behavior, indicating the “joint influence of age relationships and
the role requirements that facilitate the development of self-
regulation™ (1986, p. 23). They also point out that the role of
mixed age rule enforcement may be useful for a child who is hav-
ing difficulty learning to comply with the rules. Thus, if older
children who are rosistant to adult authority afe encouraged to
assist younger oncs .ar observing the routines and rules of the
setting, the older children may become more compliant them-
selves.

Group participation

Children’s frequency and type of participation in group-related
activities vary with the group composition, as well as with the
nature of the activity.

Social participation is heightened for youngey
rhildren

To examine the effect of mised-age interaction on social partici-
pation, Goldmman (1981) studicd three- and four-ycar-old children
inmixed age groups that formed snontancously in the (lassroom.
By using anadapted form of Partcn’s (1933) play categories, Gold-
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When older children in a mixed-age class
are encouraged to remind younger ones of
the rules, their own self-regulation may be
enhanced.

man observed that younger cnildren spent less time engaged in
parallel play and required less teacher direction when in mixed-
age triads. Goldman suggests that this finding has important im-
plications for the design and organization of environments for
young children. fpecifically, younger children can engage in more
interactive and complex types of pla- when oiaer peers are eas-
ily accessible to them than when they are in homogeneous
age groups.

Older children create complex play for
younger ones

Similarly, Hlowes and Farver (1987) examined the complexity of
social pretead play in an investigation of the social participation
of two-and five-year-olds playing in amixed group. Two categories
of social pretend play were used. Simple social pretend play was
scored when bott. participants engaged in pretend actions. Coop-
erative social pretend play required the participants to assume
complementary roles such as mother-baby or driver-passenger.
The study included observations of children’s communications
about play, teaching, attempts to direct play, and imitation.
Howes and Farver observed that two-year-olds engaged in more
cooperative social pretend play witl: older peers than with same-
age peers. However, they were “meze effective in cooperating with
an age-mate than with an older child, [suggesting] that children
may be more assertive with younger children and with age-mates
than with older children’ (Howes & Farver, 1987, p. 311).

The researchers also compared the differential effects of asking
afive-year-old to teach versus play witha two-year-old. In a mixed-
ag- group, the toddler engages in complex pretend play “because
the older partner has the skiils to structure the roles for both
partners. The toddler, limited in pretense and communicative
skills, is less able to create the same complex play when interact-
ing with age-mates’ (Howes & Farver, 1987, p. 313). The authors
suggest that child care centers that ‘“serve toddlers as well as
preschool-age children may modify their curricula to include op-
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Child care centers that serve toddlers as well as preschool-age
children may modify their curricida to include opportuni-
ties for structured, mizxed-age interaction.
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portunities for structured, mixed-age interaction™ (p. '), Cuop-
erative social pretend play with more mature partners can help
young children acquire new soeial skills and concepts as they are
demon. ‘rated thirough the emerging forms of social pretend play.
Forolder children, interaction provides opportunities for praetice
and mastery of social skills. This happens because mixed-age
grouping offers older children vecasions to organize the play activ-
ities with and for less mature playmates. In a mixed-age class,
dramatie play activities ean yield benefits to all partieipants.

It a similar study, Mounts and Reopnarine (1987) compared the
play patterns of three- and four-y ear-olds in mixed-age and same-
age groups. Younger children in the mixed-age groups engaged in
more complex play than did tieir peers in homogeneous age
groups. They were able to participate in play situations too com-
plex for thent to initiate, but nou too complex for them to partici-
pate in when a more competent ~hild initiated the situation.
Mounts and Roopnarine argue that one advantage of mixed-age
classrooms is that for many children they have a closer resem-
blance to children’s homes and the social milieu to w hich ¢hildren
are more accustomed than have age-segregated elasses. When a
arcgiver creates environments at school that are similar to those
at home, the resulting sense of continuity may case many young
children’s adaptation to the school environment.

Older children operate well in younger
children’s ‘“‘zone of proximal development”’

The findings reported by Howes and Farver (1987) and Mounts
and Roopnarine (1987) invoke Vygotsky's “zone of proximal de-
velopment™ as a useful explanatory concept. The *“zone of proxi-
mal development™ is “the distanee betw een the actual develop-
mental level as determined by independent problem-soly ing and
the level of potential development as determined through prob-
lem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with nore
apable peers” (as cited in Wertsch, 1985, p. 24). The adult’s guid-
ance has been referred to as “scaffolding.” Aceording to Brown
and Palinesar (1986), the “metaphor ofa scaffold captures thr idea
of an adjustable and temporary support than can be removed
when no longer necessary” (p. 35). In the studies cited here, the
older children in the mixed-age groups appear to provide scaffold-
ing for the play of the younger ones (Wertsch, 1983) and in this
sense operate within the younger children’s zone of proximal de-
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Mixed-age groupings may provide
therapeutic or remedial benefits i
children in certain kinds of “‘at risk”

categories.

velopment or region of sensitivity to instruction™ (Brown & Pa-
linesar, 1989, p. 148). A more extensive discussion of the zone of
proximal development is presented in Chapter 3.

Therapeutic effects of mixed-age
interaction

Sev eral studies of children’s behavior in mixed-age groups sug-
gest that such groupings may prov.de therapeutie or remedial
beneflts to children in eertain kinds of ““at risk™ categories. It has
been established, for example, that children are more likely to
cxhibit prosocial behavior (Whiting, 1983) and offer instruetion
(Brody, Stoneman, & MacKinnon, 1982; Ludeke & Hartup, 1983)
to younger children than to age-mates. They are more likely to
establish friendships (Hartup, 1976) and exhibit aggression
(Whiting & Whiting, 1973) with age-mates. They usually imitate
older children (Brody et al., 1982) and display dependency
on them,

Younger children allow isolated older children
social skills practice

I'he therapeatic effects of mixed-age interaction are indieated in
astudy by Furman, Rahe, and Hartup (1979) in which withdrawn
preschool children participated in mixed-age groups for rehabili-
tativ ¢ purpuoses. These children were paired with younger and
with same-age children. They were compared to asame-age control
group. The preschoolers who interacted with younger children
made the greatest gains in sociability. The results suggest that
lack of leadership skills may be a cause of social isolation. When
older isolated children had an opportuanity to interact with
younger children, they eould practice leadership skilts. This study
has signif.cant implications in light of the enormous concern
about the social adjustment of many children.

SOCIAL EFFECTS OF MIXED-AGE GROUPING/19

~
Js




Q

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ERIC

In a three-weel 1w torvention program, Kim (1990) assigned 12
rejected-aggressiy e aad 12 rejeeted-withdrawn preschool children
to three conditivns. play sessions in dyads with a socially average
younger child, ») 1y dyads with a peer, and no treatment. Follow-
ing the interv: : 10n, the rejected children who had experienced
the cross-age-...eraction dyads were more often nominated as
friends by theis crassmates compared to rejected children in dyads
with a peer or without treatment. These results persisted in a
follow -up assts. ment three w eeks Lfter the intervention program.

Both younger and older children in mixed-age groups dif-
Jerentiate their behavior and vary thetr expectations, de-
pending on the ages of the participants.

20/THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GROUPING
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Such encouraging findings from a very brief treatment suggest
that young ehildren experiencing social diffiulties may beneflt
from extensive opportunity for eross age interaction in a natural
istic setting like a elassroom environinent.,

It seems reasonable to eapect that the availability of younger
and therefore less threatening classmates in mixed-age groups
offers the possibility of remedial or therapeutic effeets for children
whose social development is “at risk.” In fact, the leadership that
older ehildren exhibit in mixed-age groups (French et al., 1986) is
recognized as one of the soeial skills imvolved in improving gen-
eral ability todevelop social relationships (Mize & Ladd, in press).
Modeling, reinforcement for social approach, social perspective
taking, and social skill training have been used with varying de
grees of st ccess (Mize & Ladd, in press). In all of these remedial
programs, theadults have played therole of reinforeer and trainer.
However, the eoncepts are diffleult for trainers to teach ycung
children diredtly. i seems reasonable that a preschooler whe has
little confldence in his own social skills might be more easily
rebuffed by age mates than by younger, less socially mature chil
dren. Thus, social interaction with younger, less socially sophisti
cated classmates might give children with such low confldence
opportunitics to practice and reflne their interactive skills in
araatively aceepting social enviromment. The potential beneflts
of mixed age groups for chil Iren with social difflculties maj de
pend upon the nature of the specific difflecults s addressed,
however, The benefits may b greater for children who are iso-
lated than for those who are rejected by peers because of their
aggressive tendencies.

Summary of social effects research

The evidencee discussed thus far suggests that children of differ
ent ages are usually aware of the differences and attributes asso
ciated with age. Conscquently, both younger and older children in
niixed age groups differentiate their behavior and vary their ex
pectations, depending on the ages of the participants, Mixed age
group interaction elicits  .ccific prosocial behaviors such as help
ing, sharing, and taking turns, which are important in young
childrenm’s sodial development. Mixed age groups provide older
children with leadership opportunities, which may be especially
important fors. ne at risk children, and provideyounger children
with opportunitivs for more complex pretend play than they could
initiate themselves.,
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! hapter s
Cognitive Basis for
Mixed-Age Grouping

STUDIES RELATLED TO MIXED-AGE GROUPING AND COGNITIVE DEVEL-
OPMENT SUGGEST THAT COGNITIVE CONFLICT IN A CHILD ARISES FROM
his interaction with children of different levels of cognitive ma
turity. It is assumed that optimal cognitive confliet stimulates
cognitive grow th by chadenging participants to assimilate and
acconmunodate to the new information represented by their dif
ferences in understanding.

Sffective cognitive confixwt from peer
interaction

grown and Palmesar (1986) make the point that such conflict’s
contribution to learning is not simply that the less informed child
imitates the more knowledgeable one. The interactions between
those who hold conflicting understandings lead the less informed
mentber to internalize new understandings in the form of “funda
mental cognitive restructuring™ (p. 31). Along the same lines,
Vygotsky *'978) maintains that internalization oceurs when con
cepts arc actually transformed and nof merely replica’  Thus,
the Xinds of cognitive conflict likely to arisc during cross-age in
teraction provide conteats for significant learning for younger
children as they strive to accommodate to the different under-
standings prescnted by older classmates. For example, in an ex
periment on conservation, Botwin and Murray (1975) demon-
strated that non conservers gained signift antly in conservation
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The interactions between those who hold
conflicting understandings lead the less
informed membe o internalize new
understandings va the form of
“fundamental cognitive restructuring.”

of number, mass, weight, and amount by either observing con-
servers or engaging in resolution through social conflict. Similar
results have bYeen difficult to replicate, however.

Cognitive conflict is a complex condition

The precise cognitive stage and the socialization patterns of
those involved must also be considered: specifically, the perspec-
tives of both children as well as the conditions under which con-
flict occurs (Tudge, 1886a, 1986b). As Brown and Palincsar {(1986)
pointout, achild can learn effectively from another only when the
less informed child already has a partial grasp of the coxcept in
question. In other words, for cognitive conflict to be effective, the
conepts being learned must exist between the points of the
child's actual and potential ability or, in Vygotsky's term, within
the child’s “zone of proximal development.”

Slavin (1987) points out that the discrepancy between what an
individual can do with and without assistance can be the basis for
cooperative efforts .hat can result in cognitive gains. In his view,
“collaborative activity among children promotes growth because
children of similar ages are likely to be operating within one an-
other’s proximal zones of development, modeling in the collabor-
ating group behaviors more advanced than those tkey could per-
formn as individuals™ (p. 1162). The work of Slavin and others in
coop.erative learning procedures does not specifically address age
differences among memnbers of cooperative groups. Nevertheless, .
the researchavailable on the application and effectiveness of coop-
crative learning supports the view that many of the differences
betwe r memoers of learning groups can be used for suciapa/zrnd
intellectually desirable goals. /
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Slearning tasks involve children working
logether instead of individually or
competitively, fruitful collaboration
betiweeen “novices” and “experts” can
occur,

“Novices” and “‘experts’ in mixed-age
groups

If learning task.s imvolve children working together instead of
individually or competitiv:ly, fruitful ecollaboration between
“novices™ and *“experts™ can occeur. Research by Brown, Brans-
ford, Ferrara, and Campione (1983) and Brown and Reeve (1985)
supyorts Vygotsky's contention that learning experiences are
most likely to enhance development when children’s activitiesare
socially direeted by “experts.” Experts are more capable people
who provide prompts to increasingly adyvanced solutions, direet
leading questions, and cause “novices™ to defend or aiter their
theories. The notion that supportive social contexts create new
levels of competence, then, defends the use of mixed-age group-
ing, in which ranges of competence offer varying levels of
cognitive input.

In a study of peer collaboration, Azmitia (1988) examined
problem solving. The children in the study were not mixed inage,
but they w ereselected specifically as “noviees™ and “eaperts” on a
given task. Such noyices and experts may be corsidered analogous
to the competence differences that exist among children of differ-
ent ages. Azmitia found that experts, even at the preschool level,
positively influenced novices® learning by offering information,
guidanee, and new vewpoints and affected novice children’s ac-
qarisition of cognitive and social skills such as negotiation, argu-
mentation, and cooperative veork skills.

Children adjust communication for
listeners

Communiicative competenee also makes a siguificant contribu
tion to cognitive development (Gelman & Baillargeor, 1983). In
rescarch inv_iving communication skills and syntactic adjust
ment, Shatzand Gelman (1973) grouped three and four year olds
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The notion that supportive social contexts
create new levels of competence defends
the use of mixed-age grouping, inwhich
ranges of competence offer varying
degrees of cognitive support.

together. They studied the children’s ability to alter their linguis
tie behavior according to the age of the listeners. Sentence length
and complexity difiered depending on the listener’s age. Shatzand
Gelman’s findings support the hypothesis that children are sensi-
tive to the age and assumed le el of verbal ability of the listener
and adjust their verbal behavior accordingly. Furthermore, the
closer the speaker’s age was to that of the listener. the fewer ad-
justments the speaker made. Shatz and Gelman conelude that
commuication. being an interactive process, requires partici
parts to adjust to cach other in order to create a favorable com-
nunicative enviromnent.

In another study of miaed groups of preschoolers and kinder-
gartuers (Lougee, Gruenich, & Hartup, 1977), the younger chil-
drem’s linguistic maturity, measured by the length of utterance,
mproved as they addressed older peers. No significant improyve
ment was reported for older children.

Summar,

Psychologists and educators do not yet fully understand how
med-age interaction affects cognitive development. More data
are needed. Nevertheless, the concepts of cognitive conflict and
the zone of proximal development provide some theoretical justi-
tication for experime nting with e Jucation in mixed age grouping
in the carly ycars.

The nuphication of the theory and rescarchis that«areful consid-
eration must be given to the preeise conditions unde £ which bene
ftits of cogniay ¢ conflictcan be fully realized. Structuring learning
tashsso that*novices' and « aperts” can collaborate is one promy-
ising approach. More research is needed on the interactive pro
cesses involved and the teacher’s role in them.
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Chapter 4

Strategies for
Mixed-Age Learning:
Peer Tutoring

and Cooperative
Learning

A.LTH()L GH DEVELUOPMENTAL RESEARCH RELATED TO MIXED-AGE
GROUPING IS RATHER LIMITED IN SCOPE AND SIZE, AND THE CON-
<lusions are still tentative, research on the strategies of child-
child tutoring and cuoperative learning is extensive. While the
researcht on these two subjects is not specifically focused on
childaen’s ages, it appears to have clear implications for mixed-age
group learning expericnees.

Peer tutoring

.

Peer tutoring is defined as a *‘one-to-one teaching process in
which the tutor is of the same general academic status as the
titee” (Cohen, 1986, p. 175). Cohen suggests that both the tutor
and the tutee gain academically and interpersonally through the
interae tion. The exposure to and rehearsal of the material, and the
oresentation and concentration on the lessons, involye the active
participation of both members.

“here being some cognitive closeness in peer tutoring suggests
that the tutor can operate in the tutee’s *“zone of proximal develop-
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ment® (Slavin, 1987). Learning is facilitated because the distanee
betw een peer tutors’ and tutees’ understandings is smaller tha
the distance betw een the understandings of children and adults.
I a sense, adults L ach well because they can intentionally over-
come the great cognitive distance betw cen themsely es and young
children. Furthermore, the tutors are thought to be move sensitive
and empathetic than teachers to the predicament  the tutees.
The tutor is less likely than an eaperienced teacher to have ..rnly
formed self-fulfitling prophecies and expectations about the inter-
action’s outcome. Of course, somie children are more competent
tutors than others.

In amanaly sis of 63 studies of school tutoring prograins, Cohen,
Kulik, and Kulik (1982) found that the majority had a pos-
itive effect on the tutees’ academic performance and attitudes
toward tutoring. Twenty-eight of these studies involved
mixed-age tutoring,

Lippitt (1976) suggests that cross-age tutoring is actually an
cAtension of human beings’ natura! tendencey to interact with and
learn from those who are older and more know ledgeable. Both
younger and older children can benefit from tutoring. Younger
children can be enriched by individualized instruction from
older children; the latter learn in reviewing the material to be
taught and in performing competently during tutoring. These
experiences also increase many tutors” scelf-confidence and sense
of worth.

Tutoring offers both tutor and tutee firsthand experience of the
teaching and learning process, which can be uscful in modifying
attitudes toward learning and studying. It gives participants an
opportunity to experience schovling from the perspeetive of tutor
as wellas tearner. Tutoring also benefits teachers because it pro-
vides additional instruction in the elassroom.

Cooperative learning structures

As indicated by several studies, peer tutoring encompasses
many clements found in cooperative learning (Russell & Ford,
1983; Juhnson, Johnson, Holubee, & Roy, 1984; Slavin, 1987).
Cooperatrs ¢ learning invohves children in face-to face interaction
and in Lharing rcsvonsibility for learning. It also involves shared
] adership ana pesitive interdependence among group members.
Individual accour ability is likewise erucial in nromeoting
achievement in these groups (Johnson et al., 1984).
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Poor Lidoring is dofined as a one to-one leaching process in
which the Ldor s of the same general academice stat us as the
lulee.”
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In a meta-analysis of 122 studies on the
comparative effects of cooperative,
competitive, and individualistic goal
structures on achievement, it has been
SJound that cooperation i8 by far the most
effective in enhancing achievement.

In an analysis of 122 studies on the comparative effects of coop-
erative, competitive, and individualistic goal stractures on
achievement, Johnson et al. concluded that cooperation is by far
the most effective in enhancing achievement. In view of the larger
issues v1social adjustinent, and given the increasing concern with
children’s motivation, the search for goal structures that enhance
learning and prococial development is timely.

Lew, Mesch, Johnson and Johnson (1986) demonstrated the
effects of cooperative learning on positive interdependence. Iso-
lated children experienced gains in achievement, in interpersonal
atiraction, and in the use of collaborative skills in cooperative
learning groups. The researchers contend that the isolated chil-
dren’s acquisition and application of collaborative skills during
the cooperative learning activities developed their self-
confide -see, which in turn resulted in more interaction with peers.
Therei .¢, cooperative iearning may bring many children with
social difficulties into a positive recurstve cycle (Katz, 1988) in
which their acceptance by ethers leads to greater confidence in
approaching them, greater acceptance increases their confidence,
and this, in turn, increases their acceptance by peers.

Although the cooperative learning approach is not direetly eon
cerned with the participants’ ages, it is related to the usc of the
differences between participants in the service of learning. The
maximization of differences between participants is one of the
rationales for vur recommeadation of mixed age grouping in carly
childhood education settings.

Summary

Although empirical data on the educational prineiples that
shoulc guide instruction in mixed age environments are not yet
available, w e propose that the principles of cooperatiy e goal strne
tures (Ames & Ames, 1984) and peer tutoring could be useful in

‘ 22/THE CASE FOR MIXED-AGE GROUPING

46




mixed-age situations. Under classroom conditions marked by co-
operative (versus competitive) goal structures, a range of compe-
tence in all developmental domains that concern teachers is
accepted. Furthermore, substantial evidence indicates that chil-
dren’s motivationis increased when working in cooperative learn-
ing groups and that that can improve the quality and equality in
relationships and achievement in education (Nicholls, 1979).
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Chapter o

Mixed-Age Settings:
Some Successful
Examples

R’SSEARCH EVIDENCE REGARDING MIXED-AGE GROUPING IS COM-
PLEMENTED BY THE EXISTENCE OF MIXED-AGE PROGRAMS BOTH INTHE
United States and other countries. Ilistorically, the Progressive
Education movement in this country fostered multi-age group-
ing. «he most extensiyve contemporary use of mixed-age grouping
has been in the British infant schools for children five to seven
years old.

In an experimnental program to exunine the effects of cross-age
interaction on soclai behavior, Roopmarine (1987) iniplemented a
summer preschool program at the University of Wisconsin Mixed-
Age Laboratory School. The program’s first objective was to pro-
vide children with

ample opportunity for observational learning, imitation, and
tutoring, and to provide the environment for engaging in
simple to complex modes of cognitive and social play. Older
children would be provided the opportunities to sharpen
skills already learned, while younger children would be ex-
posed to the behaviors of more competent older peers.
(p. 147)

The second objective was to give teachers experience in imple
menting a curriculuia for mixed-age groups. The teachers were
required to develop lesson plans that “would lead to group
participation and cohesion rather than social segregation™
(p. 148). Roopnarine deseribes the currieulum as having
an ‘‘open classroomn®™ orientation, offering the range of aetivi-
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Research evidence regarding mixed-age
grouping is complemented by the
existence of mixed-age programs both in
the United States and other countries.
Haistorically, the Progressive Education
movement i this country has fostered
multi-age grouping.

ties and experiences associated with traditional nursery and
kindergarten edueation.

On the basis of his findings, Roopnarine proposes that mixed-
age classroonts can indeed function as an instruetional and curri-
cular model because they yield inereased levels of cooperation and
greater complenity of interaction than do single-age classrooms.

Across a range of social/cognitiv e constiuets and in different
settings, children appear quite sensitive to their peers’ ages.
The mixed-age grouping appears to elicit a number of social
behaviors among children of varying dcvelopmental status.
Thus, cross-age peer relations may scrve various adaptive
funetions that are central to the process of cognitive and
social development. (Roopnarine, 1987, p. 147)

These adaptive functions, which are examined in a number
of studies, involve play behaviors, language modification, and
social rehabilitation.

University of Northern Iowa Malcolm
Price Laboratory School

Since the mid 1970s, the Malcolm Price Laboratory School has
operated a two-year kindergarten that mixes four and five-year-
olds. The program operates on the assuniption that **the greater
the difference among children in a classroom, the richer the learn-
ing environment for the child” (Doud & Finkelstein, 1983, p. 9).
These authors assert that the mixed age kindergarten has many
adv antages. Miaed age grouping allows richer verbal behay ior and
better language development, the enhanced sclf-confidence
needed to master new tasks, and opportunities to achieve develop-
merttal potentials. Additional benefits are opportunitics for im-
mature five y car olds and mature four ycar olds to interac t at simi-
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lar develop®  .ta1 levels and the minimization of retention of
children deemed unready for first grade (and thus the social
stigma that often goes with retention). Doud and Finkelstein
(1985) also suggest that the teachers’ having two years with each
child is an asset of the program.

Although these authors claim that the Malcolin Price Labora-
tory School has been suceessful, they provide little specific infor-
mation about the curriculum and not mmuch data to support claims
of success. They do eaution, however, that it would be a major
error to integrate four-ycar-olds into kindergartens that formally
teach reading and writing and that place premiums on basic aca
demice skills rather than in-depth learn  _, The key function of
the mixed-age Kindergarten is to augment general intellectual
grow th ather than to accelerate the acguisition of isolated
academic skills.

Fajans School in Sweden

The practice of miaed age grouping is common in other coun-
trivs, especially inlocations w here the numbers in cach age cohort
are too small to constitute a whole class. Papadopoulos (1988)
deseribes the Fajans School in Sweden, in which 220 ¢lementary-
age children were not organizcd into age or ability groups.

Children at [the school] are not graded aceording to age. They
belong, instead, to a colour unit. In each unit there is a nur-
sery department, a junior class and an intermediate class.
Ages in each colour uni. range from 9 months to 12 years,
Each colour unit has its own team or staff, ineluding
teachers, recreation leaders and some kitchen and cleaning
stafl. There is full co-operation between the staff and the
children of the various units of the planning and organiza-
tion of the various school activities. (p. 3)

According to Papadopoulos’s report, the school’s objectives are
to create close contact between the preschool and primary units,
to create a homelike atinosphere, and to maintain the same peer
groups from the nmursery to the primary ycars. Papadopoulos
puints out that even the physical facilities are designed to encour-
age the achievement of these objectives. For example, there is no
large dining room because the children cat in their rooms. The
building is designed to *fadilitate fleaibility and free movement of
pupiis in the dlassrooms™ (p. 4), and cach classroom has “a cosy
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It would be a major error tv integrate four-year-olds into
kindergartens that formally teach reading and writing and

that place premiums on basic acawdenic skills rather than
in-depth learning.
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Al the beginning of each school year, 10
new pupils replace the old ones.

rcading arca with comfortable chairs and ample bookshelves for
working materials and a Lirge area w here pupils can work In small
groups” (p. 1). Teachers collaborate in regular planning meetings
alternating within and across grade levels. Each class contalns
children from the three grades. At the beginning of cach school
year, 10 new pupils of the youngest gra-te replace ten of the oldest
ones: *Thus, no teacher is faced with the problem of having 30 new
pupils every third year® (p. 4). Based on the brief description of the
school, the curriculum appears to offer a mixture of formal, infor
mal, spontancous, and assigned activities similar to those recom
mended by Katz and Chard (1989).

Pupils collaborate across *“school borders™ working on prac
tical themes. Also classes from the main school work to-
gethier with the nursery schouol to organize various activitles,
such as traflic training, woodland paths, story tmes, ete.
(Papadopoulos, 1938, p. 1)

The description of the school’s atmosphere and of the children’s
work suggests that, w hibe miaed age grouping is only one aspect of
this school, it is one that contributes substantially to the
warnith, openness, fricndliness . .. freedom of moyement, free
domt of exchange of ideas™ (p. 3) noted by the observers, Unforta
natcly, the roport does not inchide descriptions of the implemen
tation of these arrangements in greater detail than cited aboye,

Summary

Mined age group intcraction can have ianigue adaptive, facilitat
ing, and enriching effects on childron's dove, spiment (Lotigec &
Graziano, undated, Graziano et al., 1976, Hartup, 1983). Mixed
agy grouping prograis demonstrate the advantage s and possiblli
ties of the practice. The programs® existence indicate s vhat the idea
15 neither novel nor rare, and indeed iCmay be an ide o whuse tinn
has come, given recent trends in childrearing and l.;.mll\ ~1ze, the
increasing lengths of time children spond Inchild cars outside of
Lo home, and the increasing academic domands ou yoang «hil
dren in preschools and kindergartens.,
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Chapter 6

Questions About
Implementing
Mixed-Age Grouping

R’ESE.\RCH INDICATES THAT CROSS-AGE INTERACTION AMONG
YOUNG CHILDREN CAN OFFER A VARIETY OF DEVELOPMENTAL BENE-
fits to all participants. How ever, merely mixing children of differ-
ot ages inn a group will not guarantee that the benefits described
in the preceding discussion will be realized. Four areas of coneern
are the optinmim age tange, the proportion of older to younger
children, the time allvcated to mixed age grouping, and the appro-
piiate curriculum. None of these concerns has been examined
by cmpirical studies. We attempt here a preliminary exploration
of questions.

What is the optimum age range?

Although no sy stematic evidenee as been found concerning the
benefieial effects of the age range within a group, experience sug-
gests that the range is likely to affect the group inseveral ways. We
iy pothesize that there is an optimal age range aud that children
too far apart in age will not engage in enough interaction to affect
vachhother. If the age span within a group goes beyond the optimal
range, then the models of behavior and competenee exhibited by
the oldest members may be too difficult for younger members to
cimilate. Indeed, there may be a risk that the eldest children will
intinidate the youngest members. Furthermore, we suggest that
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cistolnary age segregation practices provide toonarrow arange of
competence for maxinum leaming across much of the curricu

I, For example, in a dass composed entirely of three year olds,
the childrenmay not be able to engage in play as complex as they
would engage inif in a ddass indluding four year olds. However, in
many schools and child care centers, the misture of age groups is
more likely to be determined by the actual enrollments than by
empirieally derived formulae.

Rescarch is needed to iHuminate the dy nanic factors that oper-
ate in varions age ranges. Compar:ative studies of classes with a
two versusd three y ear age spread could identify the effects ofage
rangec on the frequencices, structure, and content of eross-age inter-
action. It would also be useful to know whether the types and
frequendies of prosocial behaviors (e.g., murturance, leadership,
tutoring) that older children oxhibit in interactions with younger
ones are related to the spread in ages. Of course, in situa-
tions, the age range may not be a matter of choice, «. . rather a
function of demographic factors beyond the school’s control. The
advantages or risks associated with age rauges are not dlear from
any available data.

What is the best proportion of older to
younger childrenin a ¢lass?

There is at present no empirical basis on which to prediet what
1 fuportiops of older to younger children within a class are opti-
mal. Real conditions are anlikely to allow teachers to have one-
half the class age four and the other half age five, It secins likely
that if the class consists of five fuwr year-olds and 15 five-year-
ulds, the younge st members might casily be overw helmed by their
older ddassimates. However, if the proportions are reversed, might
the demands of the y ounger children overshadow the needs of the
ulder enes. and the acceptanee of behavior approprate from the
youngerchildren give the olderones license to behave in these less
hature Ways as well? hreither case, the teachor’s role includes not
only fustering cooperative and construetive interaction across the
age groups, but also minimizing the potential risks of the uneven
distribution of the age groups and the kinds of behavioral charae
teristics associated with them. We have only indirectly related
cvidence on these issues —from cross-cultural studies on peer
interaction (Whiting & Whiting 1975). The Whitings' classical
study describes a wide age range of peer interac tion found in other
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Mordy miaing childven of diffcrcnt agrs ina group will not
agunanantoc that the henefits described in the proccding dis
crsston aeill be vealized. Fowr aocas ol concorn ave the opti
mnm age rangc the proportion ot oldor to yownger childron,
the e allocatled to nnccd age gronping, and the appropri
atc cureicnlum
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cultures. The Whitings report that prosocial behaviors tend to
emerge, and relationships among children of all ages ar harae-
terized by cooperation.

What proportion of time ought to be
spent in niixed-age groups?

There is as yet no evidence to indicate what proportion of the
time children spend in an early childhood setting should be spent
in mixed-age groups. However, we might consider possible mix-
tures of ages in early childhood settings and clementary schools.
An ideal elementary school that has provisions for four-ycar-olds
could be organized to provide ar. early childioud sectionor depart-
ment for children four to six y -ars old. (The Natio al Association
of State Boards of Education, 1488, reconnnends a unit composed
offour- to eight year olds.) It such an carly childhood departiment,
the children might spend all of their time in mised groups, de-
pending to a large extent on the nature of the curriculum, If the
curricnhim is mainly informal and .ncludes spontancous play,
learning centers, project work, and individual assigmmnents as
needed. children’s progress in acquiring basic literacy and namer-
acy skills will not be jeoparaized.

Another plan might be to set aside par‘icular periods during
which the teacher offers specific learning and instructional activi-
ties for small, flexible sub-groups of children with relatively ho-
mogeneous abilities, knowledge, or competence. Members of these
groups might work on specific individual assignments and recen ¢
systematic instruction as needed. Whiie these small groups are
receiving special instruction (sec Katz & Chard, 1989, pp. 10-11).
others in the class can contimie to work on projects or play to-
gether in spontaneous groups.

On the other hand, a school might want to have a home room
for several periods of the day. For example, the children might
be in mixed age groups during an opening period, an extended
lineh and rest time at midday, and perhaps during the last half-
hor-r of school. The main advantages to the age anixture in this
arangement sten from opportunity for social interaction rather
than from various kinds of cross-age tutoring or mixced-age
project work.

The teaching staff of an carly childhood departiment canaliocate
some time cach day that cooperative learning groups use to work
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Efforts to maximize family grouping seem
{o be especially appropriate in child care
centers in which many young children
spend the majority of their waking hours.

onassignod larning tasks. We suggest that the staff plan together
the allocation of tine and their own efforts in such a way that a
balanced grouping resnlts. When such abalance exists, mixed-and
sdllIe age groups have the opportunity to formspontaneously, and
the teacher can organize assigned groups (more or less mixed in
age) for specific instrnetional purgposes. Each child would spend
her first three years in the departiment, participating inavariety of
peer groups. hn this way, the nneven development and progress of
many y oung chikdren couldbe addressed by the flexibility of place

ment both in smne-age and withinmixed-age groups.

LiYorts to maximize family grouping scem to be especially appro
priate m citild care centers in which many yonng children spend
the majority of their waking hours. A class in a center could be
composed of three-, four ,and fis e-y ear-olds. The early part of their
day «ould be spent participating together in the morning meal.
The chuldren conld take a real role, appropriate to their level of
competencd, in setting the table and cleaning np after the meal,
and could undertake reathonsehold chores before starting to play.
Of course, the group does not hav e to be mixed in age to create this
kind of family or community atmosphere. This plan would ez
hance the homelike quality of c¢hild care settings and reduee the
temptation to “scholarize”™ the lives of very young children in
child care. If, as is oftea the case, their siblings are enrelled in the
centter, indcreasing the opportunities for sibling contacy is desir
able, Mamy young children in institutions may find contact with
siblings during the day a source of comfort.

Thus far, there are no data that ot (gest the optimal allocationof
tinle o miaed versus homogencons-age grouping. There is there
fure no reason to believe that time must be allocated to cither one
vt the other age grouping arrangement. Maximizing the advan
tages and minmnzing the risks of mixed age grouping and maxing
proper use of time will depend largely on the jndgment and skill
fulness of the teacher.
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Children might spend all of their time in mixed groups,
dependingtoalarye extent onthe nature of the curricudum,
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What about curricnlum and mixed-age
groups?

Onc of the nossible benefits of mixing ages in the early childhood
classroom may be a reduction of teachers’ and administrators’
tendencey to adopt a unidimensicnal curriculum consisting of ex-
ereises and assignments that all children must complete within a
given time. Instead of a formal academic curriculum for a whole
class oi age cohort, we recommend an informal curriculum with
ample group project work, opportunity for spontancous play, and
systematic instruction for individual children as needed.
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Unless the curriculunt has a significant amount of time allo
cated to informal group work and spontancous interactive play
in naturally occurring groups, the benefits of the age spread
are unlikely to be realized. Katz and Chard (1389) propose that
the curricuhim for all young children should include opportuni
ties for children to work on extended group prejects in which in-
dividuals contribute differentially to the etfort at many levels
of competence.

If a class inchudes five- and six ycar-olds in a family grouping
arrangement, some flves will be closer to six year-olds than to
other flves in a given skill and will profit from small-group in-
struetion that involves six-year-olds as well. Similarly, some six-
year-olds may benefit fronn small greup experiences that involve
certain activities with five-year-olds for a w hile. The composition
of the groups can be fliuid, depending on the tasks and the rate of
progress of each child.

One of the important potential advantages of a mixed-age carly
hildhood department is the minimization of grade retention and
repetition, Any child who had spert two or three years i1 such a
depar taent and was still judged unable to unlikely to profit from
the subscquent grade, which wight be catled Year 1 of primary
school, coald be referred for special serviees, Any curricuhnm for
which :nore than 10% of the age cligible children are judged
unready is probably inappropriate (Katz, Raths, & Torres, 1987;
Graue & Shepard, 1989).

Summary

Although mixed-age grouping is a straightforward concept, the
practical details of implementation are uot well rescarched. Expe
rience and soie research, however, suggest that 1) an optimum
age range is larger than the cus.omary range in current
Classrooms, yet not so wide that children cannot share intesests, 2)
the proportion of older to younger children should be large cnough
to keep the older children from regressing, 3) no particular pro-
purtion of time needs to be allocated to mixed dud same age
grouping, and ) an informal, multidiimensional, nou age based
curricuhun is most appropriate to a mixed-age group.
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Conclusion and
Recommendations

THE RESEARCH REVIEWED SUGGESTS THAT MULTI-AGE GROUPING
IN EARLY CHILDHOOD SETTINGS MAY BENEFIT PARTICIPANTS BY PRO-
viding, conteats for interaction in which a variety of models of
behavior and levels of social, intelleetual, and academie compe-
tenees are available. It is assumed that a range of competences
within a mixed-age group gives rise to cognitive conflicts and op-
portunities to lead, instruet, nurture, and strengthen skills and
know iedge already acquired in the course of tutoring others. Thus,
amixed age group is potentially a very rich edueative environment.

Mixed-age grouping is especially desirable for young children
who spend the majority of their waking hours in child care pro-
grams. In such enmvironments family and sibling-like relation
ships can be fostered and become a sourcee of affection, comfort,
and closeness for al! children involved. Mixed age grouping in the
carly ycars of elementary school can minimize the need for grade
retention, repetition, and segregated classes for children deemed
‘‘unready” for the next grade.

Spevial benefits may also acerue to the teachers of mixed-age
groups. It scems likely, for example, that the wider range of matu-
rity available inmixed age groups, compared to single-age groups,
would decrease younger children’s dependence upon the teacher
forattention and assistance, inore mature children can be sourees
of both. Similarly, for a variety of tasks and chores, older helpers
arcayailable to the youngest members. This expanded availability
of help is likely to be especially beneficial to the eenter stafY, who
are responsible for virtually all aspeets of children’s functiozning
throughout the long day.

Clearly mere research is needed, but evidenee reported thas far
gives us confidence in thic value of developing appropriate cur-
riculum and teachine  Lawegies for mixed age grouping in the
carly years.
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On the basts of the foregoing we reconnnend that

mixed age grouping be hmplemented in dassrooms serving
youug children

curriculum L broadly coneeived and designed so that teachers,
principals, and ;arents understand that children working to-
gether are learning naltidimensionally

curriculum be oriented toward projecte and activities that en-
courage and allow children to work collaboratively using the
structures of peer tutoring, cooperative learning, and spontane
ous grouping characteristic of young children’s play settings
teachers be provided with support and assistanes in implement
ing mixed age grouping because most current, sequential aca
dcmic curricula do not support mixed age grouping (the appen
dix supplies sonie suggestions to teachers)

pareuts receive information and guidanee about the benefits of
miaed age grouping as their children niove into such experi
C1100S
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Suggestions for
Teachers
Implementing
Mixed-Age Grouping

PL.\L[N(- CHILDREN INTO MIXED-AGE GROUPS DOES NOT AUTOMATI-
CALLY ASSURE THE REALIZATION OF ALL ITS POTENTIAL BENEFITS.
Among the factors to be considered are the staffing patterns and
teaching strategies.

Staffing patterns

lIdeally, all classes with anywhere from 235 to 35 five- and six-
year olds should liave (W o staff members, For children four y ears
old and younger, the group should be smaller, with at least two
adults. If the class is mined in age (e.g6., fours and fives; fives and
siaes, fours, fives, and siaes), the group may be somew hat larger
thanr a dlass of all fouryear-vlds and should have at least two
full time steff members. The two staifmembers may work as equal
partiiers or as lead and assistant teachers, depending upon their
qualifications and profercnees, the group’s chaaracteristios, the
program, and other cousiderations,
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Teaching strategies

Teaching strategics appropriate for mixed age groups are the

ane as for amy carly childhiood setting. Howeser, if all the poten
ual benefits of the mixture are to be maximized and the potential
risks minimized, sonte strategies may deserve special emnpliasis.
They  »deseribed briefly below.

Enhancing social development

Inamixed age class, teachiers mmay have tointersene deliberately
to stimulate cross age interaction, espedially at first. Int this way,
the teacher lets the chiildren know that she expects thern to notice
and act upop what they learn about each othier’s coneeruns.
Teachers' apprediation of constructive cross-age interactions will
stimmulate their occurrence and cultivate a nurturing family like
ethos in the class or center.

1. Suggest that older children assist younger ones and that
youger onhes request assistaniee fronmrolder ontes i social situa
tions.

Aside from helping children beeonte acquainted with each
other, the teacher can suggest that older children help younger
ones enter group activities and so on an i make allowances for
younger children’s needs. Teachiers can encourage younger chil
dretn to solicit help, advice, attention, directions, and other kinds
of assistance from older children in participating in group play
and so forth.

2. Fneourage older children to assumne responsibility for youngcr
ones, and encourage younger ones to rely on older ones.

The teacher may also prompt an older child to assutne responsi
biliy for a younger vne and, similarly, adsise a younger child to
depend on an older one for certain kinds of assistance when the
situationwarratts it. For example, a young child new to the group
with little or no experience of other children is often helped to
enterit or to feel at honte by an older, experieneed child’s reassur
ance and advocacy.

Oveasionally, a teacher has to totte down excessive zeal on the
part of a responstble older chiild who niay take her responsibilities
a httle toov sceriously! It takes some children time to learn the
distietion betw cen beoing helpful and being domineering, Insuch
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cases the child can be encouraged to supenvise ina friendly rather
than oppressive manner.

4. Guard against younger childen becoming burdens or muisances
for older ones.

There is often a temptation to exploit older children as helpers
and teadhers such that their ow n progress might be impeded. Reg
ular observations and reviews of each individual child’s progress
and eaperience in the group will help to minitmize this possibility.

4. Help children aceept their present limitations.

Mixed-age settings allow younger children to learn w hat their
(temporary ) limitations are and how to aceept them. They canalso
learn to anticipate the competences and strengths observed in
older classinates. Young children discov er thatalimitation {(due to
age, ineaperience, ete.} is not a tragedy, s2-me limitations can pro
vide challenges, and others st be accepted gracefully, periiaps
ouly for the moment.

3. Help children develop apprediation of their own earlier efforts
and progress,

Teachers can use appropriate opportunities to help older chil
dren learn, from their observations of younger ones, about their
own progress and how far they have come. Such appreciation of
their ov | less mmature behav ior miay strengthen childien’s dispo
sitions to be charitable toward the less mature they incevitably
¢ noounter. This may. in turn, reduce the negative effects of some
teachers” tendencies to praise a child repeatedly for Heing a “big
boy™ ur “big girl” and to intimidate ¢h ‘dren by indicating that
their undesirable behavior is not fitting tor the class they are in,
but rather for the one fron: which they hav  been promoted.

©. Discourage stereotyping by age.

If older children exhibit a tendencey to disparage the efforts of
younger ones by calling them “dummies™ or “ery babies,” the
teacher should discourage vhem from doing so and teach them
instead huw to be helpful and appreeiative of younger ones’ ef
forts. Occasional geuntle and friendly reminders of their own ear
lier hehavior can also strengthen aceeptance of others’ efforts. For
exdample, if two children are sent to cony ey a message to the center
dired tor or school principal, it should not always be the older one
who carries it. He might simply observe and make sure that the
task is carried out properly while the younger child actually
makes the request or gives the explanation.
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Enhancing emotional development

There isabundant evidence that children respond to the feelings
and moods of those around them very early in life (see Radke-
Yarrow, Zahn-Waxler, & Chapman, 1983), Teachers can channel
this responsiveness in at least two ways:

1. Alert children to their peers’ needs, feelings, and desires.

The teacher can help children’s emotional development by in-
terpreting children’s feelings, wishes, and desires to each other.
The teacher explains or describes to one child or a group the
feclings, wishes, or desires she believes another child has in a
matter-of-fact way, conveying in. srmation and insight clearly
and respectfully.

2. Encourage children to give and to accept comfort from each
other attimesof special stress, separation anxiety,and soforth.

The teacher can arouse sympathy by suggesting to one child
that she probably knows what it feels like to miiss soineone or
to experience sad times. The teacher should say this without
attributing thoughtlessness to the child in question and without
sentimentality.

Encouraging intellectual development

When the curriculum encourages children to work togetherona
wide variety of tasks, projects, and other activities, the teacher
can use cross-age interaction to promote a range of intellectual
and coguitive benefits.

1. Alert children to their peers’ interests.

This occurs when teachers refer children to one another. For
example, ifa child reports with great enthusiasm some interest or
event in her life, the teacher can remind her that another child is
also interested in the same thing and might want to hear about it.
Similarly, in discussion . ith small groups of children, the teacher
mightask one child torespond to what another bas said, simply by
asking something like, “What do you think about that, Annie? ™
Or, she canask the group, ““Have you any suggestions for Jerome’s
project on lizards? ™' Such strategies indicate to the children that
the lines of communication can go from child to child as well as
from child to teacher and teacher to child.

2. Alert children to their peers’ skills as appropriate.
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When one child asks for help with writing something on his
painting or feeding the class rabbit, the teacher can recommend a
particular classmate to ask because she can write well or can
probably show the requester how to do the chore. Occasionally,
such suggestions fail: Sometimes the requester insists that he
wants the tcacher’s help and not another child’s, and occasionally
the recommended helper is too busy or for some reason unwilling
to hetp. In the first case, the teacher has to use her judgment in
deciding whether to iasist on her first suggestion or to accede to
the child’s demand. In the second case, it is important to respect
the other ehild’s wishes and to explain to the requester that as the
other is busy at the momen., he must either wait awhile or try an
alternative approach.

Fart of project work includes making books about what has
been done, what has been learned, and so forth (see Katz & Chard,
1989). Some of the older, more experienced children get t. ~d of
doing the illustrations and coloring the pictur.s. Therefore, the
youngerchildren can do these tasks while the older ones write and
bind thebook. Similarly, if a group decides to make labels, graphs,
or pictures of something related to their w ork, the older children
could be encouraged to do the labeling and to take dictations from
the othcrs, while the younger children continue with less de-
manding but equally .mportant aspects of the collaborative effort.
Those who can write or spell can take responsibiiity for helping
those who cannot yet do so, These kinds of activities are similar to
those that Clay (1979) refers to as socially guided literacy.

3. Encourage children to read to others and to listen to others
read.

The reading that one child does for another may be no more than
story telling on tae basis of the pictures in the book, but it cannot
fail to encourage tl.. hild to see reading to another as important.
Furthermore, the appreciation — if not admiration — expressed

by the younger listener may strengthen the “'reader’s” motivation
to progress with learning toread.

4. Help older children think through appropriate rofes for
younger ones.

Imagine that a group of children are working on a play, for
example, and the producers dismiss the youngest members of the
class as lacking sufficient «.. pertinent abilities to participate init.
The teacher can help by encouraging the directer to think of sim
ple easy roles or by pointing out special abilitics of the you..ger
children that she is aware of.

While these practices are especially useful in mixed age and
mixed-ability groups, they can be adapted for use in «ny class.
Q They alsutend tu reduce the children’s dependency on the teacher.
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i L HAT STRUCK ME REPEATEDLY AS ] WORKED ON THIS BOOK
¢ WAS THAT THE EXPERIENCES CHILDREN CAN HAVE IN A MIXED-AGE
class depend more upon “good”’ teaching than upon the age char-
acteristics of the participants, with one possible exception.
Namely, that, in my view, we should do all we can to strengthen
in our youth the capacity to care and respond positively to the
less mature among us. So cften teachers say to errant children
“You’re not in kindergarten now!” or “That behavior doesn’t
belong in high school!” or in similar ways convey the idea that it
is appropriate toregard with disdain the behavior and character-
istics of younger children. Adults often use descriptions of be-
having like younger peers as an insult or motivator (‘“Don’t be a
baby,” “cry baby,” “grow up,” etc.). While it is not necessary to
have mixed-age grouping to counteract this deep tradition, it
could certainly help encourage youth not oniy to notice the dy-
namics of growth, and w.ceept some responsibility for younger
ones, but also to appreciate where they themselves were so re-
cently, and their own increasing competence.

Our inspection of the available literature gave us the impres-
sion that much more analytical and descriptive material on this
subject would be welcome. We hope this beginning effort will
stimulate others to report their own experiences, experiments,
and suggestions. We would like to hear from our readers about
approaches they have used to group children in child care and
school environments that might be useful and interesting to
others around the country. We at ERIC/EECE would be glad to
develop an information repository and exchange on the topic for
all who would find it helpful.

—Lilian G. Katz
A 1989-90 NAEYC Comprehensive Membership benefit
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